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Promoting Adult Learning Through Civil Discourse in the Public Library

Nancy Kranich
In the late 1990s, citizens in Virginia Beach did not trust their local government. In response, the city manager hired a public engagement specialist who convened a group of city staff, citizens, and scholars who planned a civic academy at the public library. Over the next few years, citizens, and public officials worked with librarians to name, frame, and deliberate about local issues. These citizens became not only better informed, but also more capable of making choices together. In addition, they activated the civic potential of the public library.
This event in Virginia Beach raises the question: is the public library an institution capable of assuming a more active role in civil discourse?
Founded in the 1850s to promote an informed citizenry, public libraries advanced both adult learning and citizenship education in the first half of the 20 th century, thus becoming cornerstones of democracy. But with a more recent decline in public engagement in libraries and beyond, librarians question whether democracy requires more than an informed citizenry. In this chapter, I examine theoretical approaches to a more active, strong democracy-Strong democracy needs libraries to provide informal learning opportunities and spaces for citizens to engage. Reflective of this view is the Virginia Beach Public Library-a library that is reclaiming its role as promoter of strong democracy--a community place where a diversity of citizens can connect across the spectrum of thought. As venues of adult learning through civil discourse, libraries are well equipped to serve as active agents of democracy where citizens can come together to make tough choices about issues of common concern.
Civic Engagement in America
The desire of citizens to engage on the issues of the day contributed to the election of Barack Obama. Young and old from all walks of life participated in the electoral process at a rate not seen in many years. Reclaiming the Public's Role." Forum participants expressed alienation from politics and community affairs and powerless to do much about them. They felt like consumers, rather than citizen proprietors--bystanders instead of active members with a sense of ownership in their democracy. Others saw themselves as local but not national participants-like citizens of city-states rather than a national democracy. Forum participants also expressed concern about the loss of public space where citizens might meet informally to discuss community problems and political issues. In short, they saw the average citizen as unrepresented, voiceless, and homeless. Yet, participants also felt that increased public engagement could rejuvenate hope and the publicmindedness that typifies this nation at its best. They concluded that they, after all, had a significant role to play, recognizing that democracy's challenge is "our" problem and not "their" problem (Doble, 2006) .
Stages of Public Engagement
What role should the public play in a participatory democracy? The (Brown 1996) , the founders considered an informed citizenry necessary to the exercise of civic responsibility. This tenet was central to Third in the OECD framework is Active Participation in which citizens engage directly in the decision-and policy-making process. This stage acknowledges a role for citizens in proposing policy options and shaping policy dialogue. Barber (1984) calls this Strong Democracy, where citizens actually participate in governing themselves using strong participatory and deliberative elements--citizen-to-citizen talk. In this stage, citizens "regard discourse, debate, and deliberation as essential conditions for reaching common ground and arbitrating differences among people in a large, multicultural society" (Barber 2003, p. 37) . Barber prescribes strong democracy as a remedy to incivility and apathy, where "active citizens govern themselves in "the only form that is genuinely and completely democratic" (1984, p. 148) . He goes on to say that a strong democracy requires "a place for us in civil society, a place really for us, for what we share and who, in sharing we become. That place must be democratic: both public and free" (1998, p. 38) . In communities like Virginia Beach, the public library has morphed from the institution that informed citizens to the place where they deliberate, find common ground, and make difficult choices together.
Educating Citizens for Democracy
Since the days of John Locke, political philosophers have stressed the importance of civic education to the success of democracy. John Dewey (1910) recognized that thinking and logic were related to deliberative reasoning and choice making in problematic situations. He saw discussion of problems in small groups as a miniature version of policy formation in a public context.
Unlike the lyceum and Chautauqua of the 19 th century, the public forum movement that emerged in the 1920's and 1930s was rooted in terms of educating voters through discussions that could embody democratic principles and practices (Keith 2007) . Like Dewey, Lindeman articulated the need to focus education on groups or collectives, where adults fulfilled their civic function by learning through discussion (Lindeman 1935) . Nie, Junn, and Stehlik-Barry (1996) later affirmed that important role of educating citizens in order for democracy to function (p. 15).
Brookfield (2005) stressed that learning to talk together in authentic, truthful and appropriate ways is learning an "analog of democratic process" 
Public Libraries as Hubs for Active Democracy
"The modern public library in large measure represents the need of democracy for an enlightened electorate" (Shera 1974, p. vi.) . As a pivotal community institution, the public library promotes access to a diversity of ideas and provides access to government, community and other useful information that keeps citizens well informed. But some, like Florida's Pasco County library system (n.d.), transcend that monitorial role by helping people transact government business, search for jobs, and file online forms for food stamps, Medicaid, unemployment, and more through the library's extensive e-Government program (Bertot, Jaeger, Langa, and McClure 2006; Jaeger 2005; Horrigan 2004 ). Others, such as the Salt Lake City Public Library, have built dramatic new facilities designed with "the idea that the library intended to create common ground and that the building should display that"--facilities that are considered the community gathering place where "citizens practice democracy" (Berry 2006, p. 32) .
As described by Ray Oldenburg in The Great
Good Place (1989) , libraries like those in Salt Lake City are places essential to the political processes of democracy--places that reinforce the American notion of association as described by Barber (1998) .
Extending library programming into the realm of deliberation offers citizens a chance to learn together, frame issues of common concern, weigh choices for solving problems, deepen understanding about other's opinions, and connect across the spectrum of thought. As Diana Mutz (2006) has so well documented, too few opportunities exist today that expose Americans to diverse views and engage them in authentic dialogue about pressing problems. Librarians in Virginia Beach and Des Plaines, Illinois, also guide the research and participatory action of citizens seeking to frame local issues for deliberation. In Virginia Beach, the one hundred citizens that worked with librarians to collect and assess community concerns about redevelopment learned together about civic action and participated in democratic discourse for the first time. Their overall experiences with naming, framing, and moderating dialogue taught them to address diversity, build community, deal with public issues, and develop civic leadership skills (Caywood 2010) . In Des Plaines, librarians joined forces with community partners to build community by framing and deliberating the question--What does it take to meet the needs of Des Plaines residents? Their community conversations resulted in greater awareness of local services and new collaborative approaches for taking further action (Griffin 2006) . These examples provide useful models for the profession, but they are only a start. A critical mass of libraries must seize this civic engagement role and offer citizens across the spectrum of class, race, ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation ample opportunity to engage in Barber's strong democracy.
Conclusion
Over the last two decades, social scientists have proposed new models to invigorate a weakened democracy and to encourage more active citizen involvement with governance. Joining these scholars is a cadre of librarians who urge their colleagues to reclaim their civic mission and create civic spaces for dialogue and deliberation (Molz & Dain, 1999; Kranich, 2001; McCabe, 2001; Schull, 2004 deliberative forums and frame issues of common concern. Although they are learning about possibilities through a growing professional literature on the topic (Kranich, Heanue, and Willingham 2003; Kranich 2005; Willingham 2008 ), they remain uncertain how to get involved (Kranich, 2008) .
Repositioning libraries as informal civic learning agents fits the theory and practice of community inquiry conceived a century ago by John Dewey (1916) . Dewey believed that people need the opportunity to share ideas through multiple media in order to understand and solve everyday problems together. To this formulation, public libraries bring their role as boundary spanners. Whether face-to-face or virtual, libraries build learning communities that bring people with mutual interests together to exchange information and learn about and solve problems of common concern.
Librarian of Congress Archibald Macleish (1940, p. 388) 
